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Webb: Rowan Oak, Faulkner’s Golden Bough

ROWAN OAK,
FAULKNER'S GOLDEN BOUGH
by James W. Webb

Located in South Oxford where Garfield Avenue becomes Old
Taylor Road is Rowan Oak, the antebellum, home of William
Faulkner. The ground on which the home sits was at one time
part of a section of 640 acres purchased in 1836 from E-Ah-NahYea, a Chickasaw Indian, by the real estate firm of Chisholm,
Martin and Craig. After passing through several
the land
was purchased in 1844 by Robert B. Shegog, who employed Willi
Turner, an English architect, to build a two-story plantation
style home on the portion of the section listed in the land rec
ords of the local chancery clerk’s office as Lot 54. The beauty
of the house was considerably enhanced by its being located on
ground that slopes off to bluffs and ravines on three sides. The
long curving drive and the walk approaching the steps were
lined with cedars. Mr. Shegog employed a professional gardener
to landscape the grounds in front of the
which faces south,
and on the east side.

In 1872, the
along with a large portion of land, was
purchased from Mr. Shegog by Mrs. Julia Bailey. For many years,
it was referred to by local citizens as the Bailey Place and woods
the west side, including what is now a part of the campus of
the University of
as Bailey’s Woods. A large part of
this rugged area was unsuited for building homes or for culti
vation and was therefore allowed to remain in its. natural state.
The woods, and streams, and fresh water springs served as a
haven for all kinds of birds and small animals. The springs attract
ed picnickers and the woods attracted the boys of Oxford who
used the area as a sort of happy hunting ground for whatever
woods have to offer young boys—hunting, swimming, or just stroll
ing.
In 1923, the Bailey place was inherited by Mrs. Sallie Bailey
Bryant of Coffeeville and was rented to Mr. and Mrs. Claude
Anderson of College Hill. They ran a dairy and chicken farm
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and sold milk, eggs and farm produce to Oxford residents. After
a time the home began to show evidence of deterioration.
Sartoris, William Faulkner’s first novel in the saga of Yoknapatawpha County, was published on January 31, 1929. His "postage
stamp world was now about to become his province
he was
about to find himself established as a writer. On June 20, 1929,
according to the records of the circuit clerk’s office of Lafayette
County, he married Mrs. Estelle Oldham Franklin, his child
hood sweetheart, in the Old College Hill Presbyterian Church
some six
northwest of Oxford.1 The ceremony was per
formed by the Reverend W. D. Hedleston. The Faulkners set
up housekeeping in an upstairs apartment in the home of Miss
Elma Meek on University Avenue. In the following October an
other novel, The Sound and the Fury, made its appearance. Dreams
and plans were now materializing. The old Bailey Place was still
for sale. With this place in his possession, Faulkner, like some of
his fictional characters, could take satisfaction in looking across
his own land. He might even be able to arrange for the purchase
of the Bailey Place, restore the
which was rapidly approach
ing a state of decay, and thereby identify himself with the old
Colonel Falkner, railroad builder, property owner, and writer.

In the old South it will be recalled that anyone without prop
erty was without the respect of his neighbors. Faulkner was
not unaware of this fact. He now felt that he could pay for this
home
of his earnings as a writer. Most certainly he must
have had hopes. During the great
even an established
writer with a publisher must have had a streak of optimism to
launch into such a venture.

Miss Sallie Bailey, the owner of the Bailey Place, had married
Mr. Will Bryant, who possessed large land holdings, near Coffee
ville and Grenada, Mississippi. Much of this land was in Skuna
Valley, now covered by the water of Grenada Dam. Mrs. Bryant
could not maintain the Bailey house with personal care; and
as a consequence, the home fell into a state of disrepair. One
individual considered it for a place to raise horses and other
kinds of stock. It was at this time that William Faulkner, with
some of the proceeds from the sales of The Unvanquished in hand,
approached Mrs. Bryant. In April, 1930, she agreed to sell the
home on the
of a deed of trust. Faulkner arranged to pay
1The name is spelled “Falkner” in the record
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for it over a period of time. He and his bride moved in and be
gan restoration of the antebellum
The Old Sartoris blood
of the past—or at least its counterpart—was now moving the
young writer to establish a
and position for himself and
family to be reckoned with and respected. On
occasion he
even told a local bill collector that the day would come when the
Faulkner signature would have value as an autograph. Since
Faulkner was as handy with carpenter’s tools as he was with
the pen, he spent the next few years combining the work of a
carpenter with that of a writer. On February 9, 1931, Sanctuary,
"that horrible book,” as it was whispered about Oxford, made
its appearance. In the preface he had written,
hope you will
buy it and tell your friends and I hope they will buy it too.
These were the depression years and money was scarce with
everyone. The last payment on the house was made in February
10, 1938, and a warranty deed was granted to Faulkner. Mrs.
Maggie Lea Stone of Coffeeville, daughter of Mrs. Bryant, re
calls in a letter September 23, 1963, to this writer, the transaction
as follows:
Just why he [William Faulkner] is giving a D T /Deed
of Trust] to mother I can’t say, but I know William well
enough to think he was protecting her interest in the
home. He moved right in after they agreed on the sale.
Times were hard and William just paid along as he got
hold of some money. Sometimes a good payment, often
very small. You
it was 1938 before Mother gave him
a deed to the
Mother was so eager for him to
have the home because he wanted to maintain it ex
actly as it was, and always had been. Every other per
son who offered to buy, wanted it for commercial pur
poses. One even wanted to make a mule farm out of
it. Imagine! ! !

In another letter, dated July 18, 1963, and in conversation,
Mrs. Stone recalled the close friendship which developed be
tween Faulkner and members of her family, especially with Mr.
Will Bryant, her father. Mr. Bryant was getting well along in
years; and characteristic of old people, he spent long hours with
the silent and attentive writer calling to mind old times and old
families of the region. In a rather melancholy mood he often call
ed attention to some of the old values and traditions that had
failed to seep down to later generations. In fact, some of the
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old families, according to his observation, had gone to pot. Even
the old family cemetery plots had been neglected.

Mr. Bryant, like his daughter, possessed a large library and
read a great deal. Histories and biographies were his choice
reading. A letter from Faulkner to Mrs. Maggie Lea Stone of
April 6, 1940, gives evidence of a common interest of the two
men in these documentary-historical-personal records.” One of
the books that Faulkner borrowed, read,
returned by mail
was The Plantation Overseer by John Spencer Bassett (1925).
Faulkner writes, “Being a book man myself, I try to be very
careful with all books, and with borrowed ones particularly.”
From 1930 through 1951, Faulkner produced almost a book a
year. In February, 1938, the deed of trust was exchanged for a
warranty deed. The home was now his. He worked on the home
as profits from his writings came in and as time permitted. Much
work had to be done. Water and electricity had to be provided
and a new roof was needed. Faulkner jacked up the house and
replaced old beams with new ones. He arranged with “Rusty”
Patterson, a local carpenter and painter, to take charge of the
job and he served as helper. Writer and carpenter found mutual
pleasure and even companionship in working together. The house
had to be painted, and much of this work
was done by
Faulkner. Later more rooms were added, including the study,
or office, which was added back of the library. In plantation
homes such a room was not referred to as the study or as the den.
It was always referred to as the office. It was indeed a very pri
vate office. Here Faulkner did much of his writing. A single bed
was provided for rest periods. In the cool of the evening after
the “agony and the sweat” in writing of the “conflict of the heart
with itself,” he
on the east porch, smoked his pipe, reflected,
and looked at his rose garden. This was his favorite time of day.
It was a most peaceful time, especially in summer. After he be
came famous he found that the curious rode out to get a glimpse
of him—as he would say—to
whether he had two
For
greater privacy, a brick wall was constructed from the corner
of the front porch east to the woods. The wall was soon covered
with roses and ivy vines. The author could now sit on a bench
in the rose garden in relative peace, smoke his pipe, and reflect.

Since Faulkner was a lover of horses and since his young
daughter Jill was just as enthusiastic about them as he, the next
project was to build a stable down in the paddock. Faulkner
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drew the design and did much of the work. He even added a
small cupola
the center of the roof. The paddock was en
closed with a ranch style board fence which was whitewashed.

With such a comfortable and beautiful home down
Gar
field Street (a part of Old Taylor Road) at the end of a long
row of cedars, Faulkner was able to find as much peace and pri
vacy as a famous person could hope to find in the world. He
felt that the home should be appropriately named. He had been
reading Frazer’s Golden Bough and there he found it—“Rowan
Oak.” This was back in the thirties, not long after he and Mrs.
Faulkner had taken their abode there. The name was most ap
propriate. It was already associated with tradition, meaning,
security, and, peace. According to forestry manuals and standard
dictionaries, the rowan tree is not a true oak but rather it is of
the ash or apple family. Its white flowers are followed by red
(roan) berry-like pomes, which are sometimes referred to as
rowan berries. The Eurasian variety is indigenous to Scotland and
to parts of Russia. The American variety is found in the Ap
palachian range.2 Here the tree, in addition to being called the
rowan oak or mountain oak, is variously known as mountain
sumac, wine tree, life-of-man, rowanberry, dogberry, Miss-Moosey
(because the inner bark is a staple diet of the moose), and the
Venus tree.3 Boris Pasternak, another Nobel Prize winner, devotes
a chapter to the rowan tree in his work, Doctor Zhivago, and
allows its fruit to serve symbolical purposes. Actually it served
as a place of refuge and as a source of food in time of great need.
Early in the chapter called “The Rowan Tree,” Pasternak writes:

The forest was autumnally bare, so that you could see
into it as through an open gate; here a splendid, solitary,
rust-colored rowan tree has alone kept its leaves. Grow
ing on a mound that rose above the low, squelchy, hum
mocky marsh, it reached into the sky holding up the flat
round shields of its hard crimson berries against the
leaden, late autumn sky. Small birds with feathers as
bright as frosty dawns—bull-finches and tomtits—settled
on the rowan tree and picked the largest berries, stretch2"The Rowan Tree in the Taiga,” American Forests, LXVIII (April,
1962), 11.
3Sir James
Frazer, The New Golden Bough — A New Abridg
ment of the Classic Work, edited, and with Notes and Foreward by Theo
dore H. Gaster (New York: Anchor Books — Doubleday & Company, Inc.,
1961), pp. 307, 312, 347, and 155.
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ing out their necks
swallow them.4

throwing back their heads to

Faulkner gave his home its name long before Pasternak’s novel
appeared in America, but it is somehow significant that a copy
of this work is to be found on the bookshelf in his office just
to the left of his writing table. To say the least, Pasternak’s ac
count of the rowan tree would confirm Faulkner’s choice of the
name for his beloved home. Here and there in Frazer’s Golden
Bough, one finds that in Sweden, Germany, and Scotland, accord
ing to ancient legends in the folklore of these
the
rowan tree has properties that, when properly applied, will ward
off evil. If one placed a rowan cross over the door it would pre
vent witches from milking the cows. Often various ceremonials
were carried out involving pieces of rowan wood. In Norway and
Sweden one finds that certain magical properties were ascribed
to the flying rowan (flögrönn), that variety which grows some
what like the mistletoe on another tree or even in the clefts of
rocks. A traveller chewing a bit of this plant did not run the
risk of being lost in the woods.
One afternoon at Rowan Oak this writer did ask Mrs. Faulkner
whether Mr. Faulkner had ever attempted to grow a rowan oak
on the grounds. She replied that he had made one attempt but the
tree did not live.
went on to say that another attempt might
be made at some time in the future. Anyway, here in
haven,
Faulkner hoped to find a measure of seclusion and peace.
The grounds about the home are surrounded by woods, especial
ly to the west and north. To the west the paddock adjoins the
southwest comer of the Ole Miss campus. Here
finds bluffs,
streams, springs, and thickets of dogwood, buckeye, wild grape
and other
of vegetation. Squirrels, quail,
other
kinds of small animal life abound
These woods and thickets
are penetrated by winding trails used for strolling, hunting, and
as shortcuts from South Oxford to the University campus. Faulk
ner along with his brothers and other boys of the Oxford and
University communities spent much time in these woods. In his
last years he walked these trails alone and on occasion rode his
horse over them. Late in the afternoon and at night
woods
seem to take on a dark and mysterious
4Boris Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago, Translated from the Russian by Max
Hayward and Manya Harari (New York: Pantheon Books, Inc., 1958), pp.
352-353.
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Photo by J. R. Cofield.
ROWAN OAK, THE HOME OF WILLIAM FAULKNER
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Some twelve years ago Faulkner walked out early one spring
morning into his back garden. Early morning was a favorite time
of day for him. There had been a heavy rainstorm the night before.
There behind the old brick carriage house, he found that his an
cient pear tree had fallen. What could he
about it? The tree
was fourteen inches in diameter and rotten in the center. Rais
ing it would pose a problem; probably it was impossible.
thought of destroying it completely by cutting it off at the
ground. The more he pondered the more he was inclined to de
lay its destruction. In the meantime the old tree, bent and
broken, insisted on living;
in the following spring it put
forth long thin limbs, reaching skyward. The next spring the
long thin limbs were loaded with white blossoms. The blossoms
disappeared leaving tiny green pears. He decided not to remove
the tree for a while, but he did plant a young pecan tree nearby
to take the place of the old tree when it
The following
spring the old tree blossomed again and brought forth fruit in
abundance, despite the open wound and decayed center. It was
raised from the ground and propped in a half reclined position
with old fence posts. The little pecan tree continued to grow in
anticipation of the day that the area would be its own. This spring
the old pear tree bloomed forth again
is now loaded with
little green
For some twelve years in this tortured state
it has lived
prevailed and borne fruit in abundance there in
the garden behind the old carriage house of Rowan Oak.

Almost immediately upon moving into Rowan Oak, Faulkner
took over the large front room on the left as his library. Here
he did much of his writing. Mrs. Faulkner supervised the task
of repapering the house. When she got around to the library,
Faulkner called a halt. The commotion made by this business
would disrupt his writing. His spirit
seems to inhabit this
and the office. This room and this office are today exactly
as he left them, and here one finds the atmosphere, the charm,
and a bit of Faulkner.

As already mentioned, Faulkner, while restoring Rowan Oak,
added the room—his office—his very own—adjoining the library
with a small hallway between. A private back entrance was a
necessity so that he could slip in and
without disturbing
the rest of the household or being disturbed.
Here at the west window, overlooking the grounds down to
his stable and the paddock, with full view of his beloved horses,
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was placed a simple table for his typewriter with room left for
his pipe and ash tray. To the left within easy reach is a bookshelf
books, notebooks, papers, horse liniment, and trinkets of var
ious kinds. On the right is a fireplace. A room is not completely
comfortable without a fireplace. With head to the
wall is a
small bed for rest periods. Upon entering the office one sees on
the right the little fold-top desk that Faulkner and his stepson
Malcolm had made as a joint project. There one finds a copy of
the New Testament, a set of drafting equipment, a half used can
tobacco (“My Mixture” compounded by Alfred Dunhill of
London.
Behind
head of the bed on the wall from left to right is
an outline of A Fable written in Faulkner’s own hand. There is no
doubt that he hoped A Fable would be his magnum opus because
he spent much time pondering the story and doing the writing. He
even made a visit to France and went over the old battlefields of
World War I. He wrote the outline at eye level on the pristine
white wall and covered the lettering with shellac. He could
at
the little portable typewriter in front of the west window of his
office and peck away. With a little imagination one can see him
pause, turn in that straight ladder-back chair and review the out
line across the room.

Rowan Oak, here in the middle of his own postage-stamp
world, meant a great deal to William Faulkner. From time to
time he left for other parts of the world, but he always returned
to spend his time mending fences, riding Stonewall and Tempy,
walking, planting pecan sprouts and dogwood, visiting friends,
and writing. The early spring of 1962 found him returning to
these activities. Before he and Mrs. Faulkner left for other areas
he assured himself that Earl Wortham and Andrew Price would
look after his horses, that Wade Ward would look after his jeep,
and that his sister-in-law, Miss Dorothy Oldham would see that
the home was kept inviolate. Sometimes in his calls from far
away places, he cautioned that his young trees might need
watering. Rowan Oak was his golden bough, the place which
gave him the measure of seclusion, protection, and peace that
he was able to find in the world.
William Faulkner died on July 6, 1962, and it was from Rowan
Oak that his remains were taken to be placed in the local ceme
tery. Today, the home is as he left it. Approximately a hundred
yards from the highway, in a spacious setting of cedars, oaks,

Published by eGrove, 1965

9

Studies in English, Vol. 6 [1965], Art. 7

James W. Webb

47

and magnolias—except for the sounds of nature—the grand old
home commands an atmosphere of quiet and peace.
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